CHAPTERS

CHINA’'S GOALS AND STRATEGIES
FOR THE KOREAN PENINSULA

Eric A. McVadon

Author’s Note: Before the notable spring 2000 summits in
Beijing and Pyongyang,! China’s policies and practices for
the Korean Peninsula had slipped into the background.
American attention and media reporting China’s regional
goals and strategies had been justifiably dominated by the
tensions across the Taiwan Strait and their implications for
the United States. The “Taiwan problem” is, as Chinese and
American leaders have repeatedly stated, the likely cause for
hostile military actions between China and the United
States. The divided Korean Peninsula, jutting southward
from China’s northeast coast and blocking (with the Russian
Far East) China'’s access to the Sea of Japan, has fortunately
lost the status of a prime problem likely to kindle hostilities.
Encouraging initial views of the summit meeting between
the North and South Korean leaders has, for many Koreans
and others, replaced fears of war with euphoria—whether
warranted or not. This development, at least with respect to
the Korean Peninsula, should not, however, diminish
interest in China’s intentions and actions concerning its two
important Korean neighbors and the implications of China’s
policies and strategies for the United States. Indeed, it now
seems all the more likely that changes on the Korean
Peninsula will be the catalyst for revision of the architecture
of Northeast Asian security.

This chapter will examine the People’s Republic of
China’s (PRC) aspirations and actions with respect to the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) and the
Republic of Korea (ROK). Primary sources for this section
are Chinese officials, military officers, specialists from
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strategic studies institutes, scholars, and practitioners who
have diverse knowledge and experience in China'’s security
concerns in Korea. These sources are not secretive or
guarded; they readily discuss China and Korea. Chinese
positions, goals, and strategies will be analyzed; the
implications for Beijing, Washington, Seoul, and others will
be explored. Chinese motives, as they apply to a changed
Korea and to the United States, will be examined. Prospects
for reconciling divergent American and Chinese regional
security philosophies, focused through the lenses of the
existing regional security situation and likely change on the
Korean Peninsula, will be explored. Taiwan and its
reunification or other outcome deserve the attention they are
currently receiving, but Taiwan will probably be only a
sideshow in the bigger arena of Northeast Asian security in
the coming years. Korea is likely to be the center ring for the
main performance that will help shape security relations
among the major regional players.

HOW CHINA VIEWS ITS RELATIONS WITH THE
KOREAS

China justifiably prides itself on its nicely balanced
relations with both North Korea and South Korea, arguably
(and convincingly so) a better balance by far of
comprehensive relations with the two Koreas than that of
any other nation.? For much of the last decade, Beijing was
perhaps the only capital to have normal working relations
with both Koreas,?® a situation that only now appears to be
changing as other important nations move to improve their
relations. Russia, for example, has very recently begun to
mend its frayed ties with the North; Australia and Italy
have established formal diplomatic relations; and Canada
has recognized Pyongyang. Talks to that end with Japan
continue. Yet China recently demonstrated its preeminent
position with North Korea when the latter’s President Kim
Jong Il chose Beijing as his first foreign destination,
conducting the stunning, secretive visit just 2 weeks before
he was to hold the historic June 2000 initial meeting with
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his South Korean counterpart.* China’'s uniquely balanced
links with the two Koreas are especially noteworthy in light
of the vast differences between the North and South and
between the two relationships.® Additionally, China’s
positions and policies for the Korean Peninsula are not well
understood or may be widely misperceived, offering the
prospect of discovering a number of surprises, large and
small.

China and the DPRK.

“We wish that the North Korean people . . . will continue to
achieve victories in the process of building socialism with
Korean characteristics and in seeking peaceful reunification,”
Foreign Ministry spokesman Zhu Bangzao said at a press
briefing in September 1998. In referring to the then recent
confirmation of Kim Jong Il as the North Korean leader, he
was quite reserved, even taciturn, saying only: “Chinese and
North Korean leaders in the past had a tradition of exchanging
visits and we hope this tradition will continue.”®

This somewhat cool official statement was made less
than 2 years ago after North Korea's parliament,
unexpectedly meeting for the first time in 4 years, named
Kim Jong Il as head of state. At that time, Kim was also
reelected (first elected in 1993) chairman of the powerful
National Defense Commission, with parliament terming
that position the “highest post of the state.” These events
were transpiring in the wake of North Korea’'s surprising
launch several days before of the solid-fuel, three-stage
rocket that flew over Japan on August 31, 1998. They
illustrate the difficulties and uncertainties that plague the
PRC government as it determines how best to treat the
DPRK. Now, as we have seen, Kim Jong Il has visited China
for the first time in 17 years, his first visit there as North
Korea’'s leader, and his first visit in that capacity to any
foreign country.” There was in Beijing a hospitable
reception, but there were still indications of Chinese
uncertainty about Kim and his policies and about North
Korea and where it is headed. Those issues are an
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appropriate place to start an examination of China’s view of
the Korean Peninsula—and the PRC’s outlook and
attitudes, as suggested, are not lacking in surprises.

The Concept of North Korea as a Buffer State. Among the
unexpected discoveries is the diversity of Chinese views on
the matter of North Korea as a buffer state. The idea that
North Korea is a valued socialist and authoritarian buffer
between China to the north, and the military forces of the
United States and the ROK and the capitalist and
pluralistic influences of South Korean society to the south,
Is much more readily and widely accepted in Western
academic and military circles than among Chinese
academics and strategists. Some Chinese thinkers call the
concept of a strategic buffer anachronistic, yet another bit of
debris left over from the Cold War. Others deny that
attention is given to the buffer concept in Chinese thinking
about the Korean Peninsula. Still others describe the buffer
idea as a concept that has little validity at present, even if it
was a more vital factor in earlier years.

There are stronger views: The buffer concept is
abhorrent to some Chinese because it implies both that
South Korea is at least a potentially hostile power,
something Beijing does not wish to dwell upon (or even
contemplate), and that Beijing might somehow be obligated
to Pyongyang for mendicant North Korea's service as a
strategic buffer against hostile intrusions of various sorts.
Further, the buffer idea runs counter to the precept of
nonalignment, a notion Beijing wishes to foster concerning
its relations with the two Koreas. One active and
well-informed Chinese official said that in several years of
talks between China and South Korea, in which he had
participated, the buffer concept was never discussed,
including in private and preparatory discussions among the
Chinese delegations.®

Another view is that emphasis on the buffer concept has,
for good reason, waned during the last decade. The
establishment first of strong trade relations and then
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diplomatic relations between China and the Republic of
Korea was a strong factor in diminished emphasis on the
concept; this was reinforced recently by other favorable
actions by Seoul—as perceived by Beijing. Notable among
these were President Kim Dae Jung's Sunshine Policy
toward Pyongyang and the South Korean Ministry of
Defense decision not to participate with the United Statesin
the development and ultimate deployment of theater
missile defense (TMD) systems, both occurring in early
1999. Now there is the apparent easing of North-South
animosity during the summit meeting of the Kims. Chinese
thinkers, who give weight to these particular developments,
see the ROK in a new light: as simply a bilateral alliance
partner with the United States and not so much as part of a
de facto collective security network comprising Japan, the
United States, and the ROK—a concept deeply troubling to
Beijing. For some, this brings a measure of contentment
that makes it seem ludicrous that a buffer state would be of
value in this changed political geography.

Capping all this is a sense of assuredness among the
Chinese that nothing is about to happen to take away the
buffer—whether they acknowledge its value (or feel it
necessary) or not. Any form of reconciliation or reunification
on the Korean Peninsula is viewed by most Chinese
specialists as many years away, maybe a decade or more, so
iImminent demise of the buffer (acknowledged or not) isnota
fear. In this vein, there is a conviction on the part of most
moderate Chinese thinkers that the United States would be
highly unlikely to move its military forces north of the 38th
parallel even after the demilitarized zone (DM2Z) is
dissolved, and that, as we shall see, it is not necessarily a
great Chinese concern if U.S. forces were to remain on the
peninsula.

Laying out these various Chinese views is not meant to
Imply a sweeping consensus that the concept of North Korea
as a valuable friendly buffer state is a dead idea. It does
imply that the concept is at least no longer central to general
Chinese thinking about the future of the Korean Peninsula.
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Ataminimum, Beijing has, as revealed in the various views
described, conditioned itself at least to the eventual demise
of this buffer between its highly industrialized Northeast
and objectionable influences or forces emanating from the
southern half of the peninsula. And even now the view
among important Chinese thinkers has moved very far from
general acceptance of the need for such a buffer or its central
applicability to Chinese strategic thought concerning the
two Koreas, as was clearly the case in earlier years. The
concept of a Korean buffer does, however, survive in another
form: The Korean Peninsula, taken as a whole, is viewed by
Beijing as a buffer between China and an increasingly
dangerous and active Japan.® It is significant that the
current buffer of import to Beijing is not one between it and
the combination of South Korea and the U.S.-ROK alliance
but rather between China and the combination of Japan and
the U.S.-Japan alliance.

DPRK Receptivity to Economic Reform: A Parable of the
State of the Relationship. Pyongyang has a reputation for
refusing to accept advice on how it might reform its dismal
economy, even disregarding advice given in a gentle, Asian
way by Beijing. The Chinese have tried to demonstrate by
example, rather than finger-waving and lecturing, that
North Korea has much to learn from China. Put another
way, Beijing has created opportunities for Pyongyang to
become familiar with Chinese economic reforms and other
domestic changes.'° It has often seemed that this effort was
largely futile.

This popular conception, that Pyongyang just
stubbornly ignores good Chinese advice and examples, is
not, however, the whole story. China, indeed, continues
delicately promoting economic reform for North Korea, and
North Korea truly is often quite unreceptive, if not wholly
intransigent. Among the reasons is that North Koreans
believe that China has become largely capitalist and
pro-American. The Chinese model, as a consequence, does
not seem to Pyongyang generally applicable to staunchly
communist North Korea.
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Two years ago, nonetheless, noteworthy, if not sweeping,
change began. There is now decreasing resistance in
Pyongyang to China’s gentle hints about the advantages to
be gained by reform in North Korea. Pyongyang has
recognized that all successful countries have opened to the
outside. More specifically, in 1999, North Korea obliquely
acknowledged the success of China’'s economic reform—an
iImportant step away from stubborn resistance. Pyongyang
now permits farmers to have the combination of small plots
of land and small farmers’ markets where the products of
these plots may be sold. This is tacit acceptance of the advice
China has sensitively proffered, advice offered in the form of
recounting Chinese experiences, not in the form of demands
or threats to cease support. During President Kim Jong II's
recent visit to Beijing, he reportedly stated that China has
scored great achievements in its reform and opening to the
outside world and that its comprehensive national power is
being improved and its international status is rising as well.
All that, Kim said, demonstrated that the policy of reform
and opening to the outside world, which was initiated by
Deng Xiaoping, is correct, and that the Korean party and
government support the policy.'! These were striking words
that received little outside attention; however, these strong
statements, implying at least that Chinese reforms might
be employed in North Korea, were not repeated in the North
Korean press reports of Kim Jong II's visit to Beijing.

To be specific, it should be noted that China had not
previously been altogether ignored by North Korea as a
source of advice and example in confronting economic
Issues. Pyongyang had, for example, accepted in earlier
decades essentially the verbatim version of China’s statute
governing the operation of special economic zones and the
use of foreign direct investment. More broadly, Pyongyang
has learned to some degree how to do economic reform, some
of it learned from China, and yet maintain internal political
stability. North Korea, nonetheless, has, at least until now,
considered it essential in its careful, gradual reform process
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not to follow the path of ideological doom down which China
has strode—as Pyongyang sees it.

That is the greater lesson reflected herein. The former
closeness between the PRC and the DPRK, “as close to lips
as teeth,” has been replaced by a pragmatic, even critical
and quite selective, approach toward each other. Beijing
seems purposefully to have sought the visit by Kim Jong Il
both to make it clear to all that its influence in Korea was
second to none and to influence the outcome of the imminent
North-South summit. Although some closure seems to be
occurring now, there remains the earlier tangible evidence
of a gap between Beijing and Pyongyang: Beijing chose in
1996 in the United Nations Security Council to back
condemnation of the North Korean submarine intrusion
incident in South Korea. Pyongyang initially objected to
Chinese participation in the Four Party Talks. Rumors were
rampant that Chinese officials simply did not like Kim Jong
Il personally, despite their close relations with his father.

As the president of a prestigious Chinese think tank said
in March 2000, China no longer treats North Korea as a
disadvantaged comrade but rather as a brother. This means
that the “costs of the evening” are shared, that China picks
up the tab less and expects a relationship with Pyongyang
more on the basis of relations between normal states.
However, China provides help when needed in an
understanding way.*? (In another vein, a Chinese specialist
on North Korea noted that Beijing has little choice now but
to accept and work with Kim Jong l1; it is apparent that he
has consolidated power and is running North Korea.) This
dancing together—but not too closely—has derived not just
from the obvious national differences in size, population,
wealth, and geopolitical circumstances, but also from the
most salient difference, namely, that China’s leaders have
elected to make fundamental changes in the precepts
underlying communism for China and the Chinese
Communist Party. Those changes remained anathema to
North Korea’'s leaders. It is not yet clear whether the
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May-June 2000 Kim visit to Beijing has removed this
barrier.

Pyongyang: Both an Irritant Rubbing Against China’s
Northeastern Underbelly and a Thorn under Tokyo's and
Washington’'s Saddles. There is no doubt that one of the
most prominent characteristics of North Korean leadership
and its approach to international relations is what might be
termed “the three o’'s’—obstinacy, obduratness, and
obstreperousness. It is occasionally overlooked in the West
that Beijing must also put up with its share of these
obnoxious North Korean qualities, to add yet another
o-word.

Although Beijing did not share during the early years of
the last decade the deep pessimism about the DPRK’s future
prevalent in many Western capitals, North Korea was
increasingly acknowledged by Beijing as a potential
economic, political, and social disaster. And this profoundly
troubled country borders on an important, already
economically troubled, region of China. What is sorely
needed by China there, across the Yalu and Tumen Rivers,
iIs a stable and prosperous neighbor. Furthermore,
Pyongyang, as has been described, has not been receptive to
Chinese advice on reform or, for that matter, to Chinese
advice, example, or urgings in most other areas. As has been
revealed by many Chinese who have dealt with North
Koreans, Beijing finds it very difficult to communicate with
Pyongyang, and when it does try to communicate, the
outcome is often misunderstanding or either intentional or
inadvertent misinterpretation. So Pyongyang and all of
North Korea are more than an irritant to China; North
Korea is one of China’s most difficult and unpleasant
problems to manage. Putting it in the nicest way he could, a
Chinese official said, “The Chinese goal is to keep North
Korea reasonable and to keep it from being a
troublemaker.”t?

One of the most troublesome specific problems is the
matter of North Koreans fleeing the poverty and famine, or
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near-famine, pervasive in many areas near China.
Estimates of the numbers of those who have a fled across the
border into China and settled there, those who make brief
forays for food or to earn a bit of money, and those who are
turned back, vary greatly with the source. The numbers are
likely much higher than the estimates of tens of thousands
offered by Chinese authorities. In any case, China is
managing these aspects of the immigrant and refugee
problems and may even have increased the forcible
repatriation of refugees in preparation for Kim’s arrival in
Beijing.'

Most Chinese who study or deal with these problems
have not believed and do not now believe that North Korea
ison the brink of collapse or even that there is an impending
lesser calamity that will send hordes fleeing northward.
They, instead, tend to see North Koreans as even more
resilient than were the Chinese during their very trying
periods of the Great Leap Forward in the 1950s and the
Cultural Revolution in the 1960s and 1970s. In other words,
Chinese observers believe the North Koreans are
accustomed to making do with very little and tolerating a
very abusive and ineffectual central government—that the
North Koreans are and will continue to be survivors. So far,
over half a decade of very great North Korean misery, they
have been right.

Nevertheless, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and
its adjunct, the People’s Armed Police (PAP), are said by
responsible sources to have made contingency plans to block
a refugee flood into China and to manage the problem to the
extent feasible. The need to plan for this contingency is
troublesome to Beijing for two reasons that might not be
obvious. First, it is a factor in considering how to dispose its
armed forces and, specifically, a constraint on the freedom
to redeploy forces, something that could become a pressing
concern if China wants to move forces southward to bring
heightened pressure to bear on Taiwan or to cope with
internal or external threats posed in China’s far northwest
or southwest. Even under present circumstances, China’s
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top military authority, the Central Military Commission
(CMC), may well be keeping group armies and other unitsin
Northeast China, in proximity to the border with North
Korea, that it would prefer to have moved to the east coast
facing Taiwan. Second, if there arises a crisis of significant
proportions in North Korea, a CMC decision to move
blocking forces into position to stop refugee flows may, to
avoid the appearance of a precursor to an invasion, have to
be distinguished for an international audience from a move
into North Korea, as discussed more fully later in this paper.

Beyond these problems, there is, of course, the
fundamental issue of whether and how China could and
should cope with the practical and humanitarian problems
likely in a North Korean calamity—problems that may
dwarf the experiences the world witnessed in the exodus
from Kosovo, for example. The PLA and PAP are used
regularly in China to aid in dealing with natural disasters,
especially the devastating floods and earthquakes that
plague China. However, neither of these forces is trained in
managing thousands or hundreds of thousands of
non-Chinese with whom they, for the most part, do not have
a common language and whose needs will be very difficult to
meet.

If China is busy enhancing PLA capability along these
lines, it has been silent, even secretive, about the endeavor.
The odds are very high that the methods employed by the
PLA and PAP to handle very large numbers of refugees,
should such a situation develop, will be rudimentary and
even cruel if measured against the norms of worldwide
agencies and non-governmental organizations (NGOSs)
dedicated to such efforts. Beijing is highly unlikely either to
admit to the world the scope of the problem and its inability
to cope or to permit prompt intervention by others
experienced in handling refugee migrations. It is also not
likely that many Chinese officials are deeply concerned
about that potential problem, not because they are heartless
but rather because China is constrained by limited
resources, is short-sightedly sympathetic with Pyongyang's
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current demands simply to return those who flee (so as to
deter further flight), and is focused on Taiwan and perceived
internal dissidence. Beijing is content to relegate the
collapse of North Korea to the category of problems with a
low probability of occurrence. Few, if any, in China see that
a grotesque mishandling and mismanagement of refugee
hordes from North Korea could be, for China’s international
repute, the Tiananmen debacle redux.

Pyongyang: Useful Device to Keep Washington and Tokyo
Off Balance? There is, however, another aspect of North
Korea’'s penchant for being obnoxious. Some Western
observers wonder if Beijing, although having, itself, to
contend with North Korea'’s bad conduct and unreliability,
does not to some extent relish the fact that Pyongyang keeps
Washington and Tokyo reeling as well—and that American
and Japanese leaders are far more preoccupied over this
“rogue state” than Chinese leaders. This, however, is
another of those views more widely held in the West than
among Chinese specialists. As one astute Chinese official
associated with a body under China'’s State Council put it:
“One hears talk of using Pyongyang’s obstreperous behavior
to keep Washington off balance, but in fact the concept has
no utility and has not been used in practice. Putting a
different slant on the issue, he said that there is some
validity instead to the concept that Washington needs
Beijing to deal better with Pyongyang and other
(unspecified) troublemakers.®

Other Chinese who have to deal with North Korea are
too concerned with the essential effort to keep Pyongyang
from acting up to think that encouraging mischief or worse
by Pyongyang could be useful in this overly clever way to
best Washington. They also are concerned that such tactics
might backfire with resultant undue hazard to China’s
direct interests or regional stability. One Chinese official
said first that it does not seem necessary for China to use
North Korea as a burr; North Korea surely does not need
encouragement in this regard from any country. In his view,
North Korea already creates too many troubles. Moreover,
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he concluded, there are, as things stand, enough problems
between the United States and China; why produce more
through uncontrolled methods involving a somewhat
erratic North Korea?®

With respect to Sino-American relations, Pyongyang'’s
current utility to Beijing lies, for the most part then, in
playing on the American conviction that Washington can be
aided in dealing with Pyongyang if China is pulling in the
same direction or at least not tugging the other way. But the
United States and Japan are opening up to North Korea,
and Pyongyang is at least sporadically receptive, even
reaching out in recent months. As Tokyo and Washington’s
connections to Pyongyang become more frequent and
numerous and grow stronger, Beijing will be left largely
with just the negative side of bad North Korean
behavior—worrying about how to keep Pyongyang under
control. This aspect to PRC-DPRK relations was certainly a
central component of Beijing’s calculus in having Kim visit
prior to the North-South summit.

To put a finer point on all this, Beijing sees specific
aspects of Pyongyang’'s behavior as counterproductive
rather than as useful in keeping Tokyo and Washington off
balance. For example, in the eyes of most Chinese
specialists, North Korea is seen as an excuse (and a weak
excuse by Chinese reasoning) for the United States and
Japan to cooperate on the development of TMD systems
that are primarily intended to contain China. Similarly,
North Korea is among the countries that give great impetus
to the American effort to persuade or coerce Moscow to
modify the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty. Thus
Washington can, because of North Korea’s ballistic missile
program, make a rational case for national missile defense
(NMD) efforts that Beijing sees as curbing China’s crucial
nuclear deterrent.

Pyongyang is often trying to Beijing even when trying to
be helpful. Russian President Vladimir Putin’s surprising
announcement, after his unprecedented visit to Pyongyang
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in July 2000, that North Korea would abandon its ballistic
missile program if it received assistance from other
countries in “peaceful space research”*’ might have seemed
helpful to China’s crusade against NMD. However, a
Chinese official spokesman was forced to say shortly
thereafter that China knew nothing of the remarkable, yet
enigmatic, proposal Putin had apparently extracted from
the Kim on this, the first visit to Pyongyang ever by a Soviet
or Russian leader! Chinese leaders, apparently nonplussed
by both the announcement and its circumstances, have been
silent on its likely validity or utility in China’s campaign (in
concert with Moscow) against U.S. NMD. President Putin
called President Jiang Zemin only after he had completed
his trips to Pyongyang and then to the G-8 meeting in
Okinawa to belatedly tell him of the assurance he had
received from Kim Jong Il that North Korea would cease its
missile program if it received outside help in space
exploration.*® To make matters more trying, the Russians
announced on the day of the Putin-to-Jiang call that Kim
Jong Il would soon make another trip abroad, an extended
visit to Russia by train, thus seeming to upstage the brief
trip by Kim to Beijing a few weeks earlier.®

PRC-DPRK Military Relations and Arms Sales. North
Korea’'s armed forces, the Korean People’s Army (KPA), at
the beginning of the last decade of the 20th century lost its
longstanding primary source of support, the Soviet Union.
China was a significant source of military equipment,
especially ballistic missiles and related technology in
earlier decades, when it was trying to woo Pyongyang away
from Moscow.?° There was also a later interlude of intimacy
between Pyongyang and Beijing right after the events at
Tiananmen in 1989. North Korea, almost alone in the world,
was supportive of Chinese actions to suppress the notorious,
televised uprising in the heart of China. Then in the 1990s,
North Korea’s isolation became greater than ever, when
rationally it would seem North Korea was more needy of
Chinese aid and support. Instead, other factors came to the
fore. The development by Beijing of close ties to Seoul,
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starting with economic ties and culminating in diplomatic
relations in August of 1992, and China’s tendency to
substitute its practical interests for ideological
considerations were among the factors that came into play.
Related to these, Beijing wanted to have its cake and eat it
too: to maintain appropriate relations with the KPA while
cautiously establishing ties with the ROK armed forces. Put
another way, the PLA has felt that it must maintain
relations with the KPA to balance or offset the Chinese
military’s improving relations with the South Korean
military—specifically to preclude paranoid Pyongyang’s
overreacting to these improving PRC-ROK links. This has
not been an easy thing to carry off.

Nevertheless, this development was less disturbing to
Pyongyang (or at least they made less of it) than might have
been the case. This is, in significant measure, because of the
unavoidable need for North Korean leaders to focus on their
country’s severe economic plight, the desperate
requirements for other-than-military aid, and, indeed, on
the very survival of North Korea as a nation and society.
Beijing was pleased to operate in this way; it enhanced
China’s ability to claim the moral high ground, to point out
that it provided very little in the form of military aid to
Pyongyang while Washington supplied Seoul with large
amounts of weapons and military equipment and stationed
tens of thousands of troops on South Korean soil. So both
capitals, Pyongyang and Beijing, were sufficiently satisfied
(or at least distracted or content) not to press unduly for a
more robust PLA-KPA military relationship.

This is not to suggest that there were no arms and
technology transfers, and that North Korea has not made
significant requests from time to time during the last
decade. According to a senior PLA Navy officer, deceased
(1995) Marshal O Chin-u, then North Korea's leading
military figure,! at one time requested more of what were
then China’s top warships (termed Luda-class destroyers in
the West) and submarines than the PLA Navy had in its
three fleets combined. Other exaggerated requests led
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Chinese military officials to conclude (and sometimes
weakly joke) that North Korea was asking for agreat deal in
the hope of getting even a little—possibly an indication of
the distance between the two militaries rather than
evidence of close cooperation.

A noted South Korean expert on China’s military
relations with the Koreas suggested a general conviction
among informed observers that China

refrained from providing weapons to North Korea in the
1990s—even if the possibility that a small amount of weapons
parts and military technology made its way to North Korea
cannot be ruled out.??

Reflecting at least ambivalence among the DPRK’s
leaders toward China'’s potential to supply military aid, this
South Korean specialist quotes the very high-ranking 1997
defector from Pyongyang, Hwang Jang Yop:

Since Kim Jong Il [the current DPRK leader] does not rate
China’s military capability highly, North Korea has not
introduced weapons or the technologies for developing weapons
from China.?®

Itisimpossible at present to say if such statements were
made (or convictions held, if that was the case) because they
were altogether true or, instead, as a consequence of
Pyongyang’s pique at Beijing for the snub of recognizing
Seoul, even if relations with Pyongyang were not
interrupted.

It can be said that visits at the very highest levels
ceased.?* Nevertheless, other senior government officials
from the DPRK and PRC, including the foreign ministers of
each country, exchanged visits after formal recognition of
the DPRK’s declared foe, the ROK, in August of 1992 and
before the death of Kim Il Sung, North Korea'’s long-ruling
“Great Leader” in July 1994. These visits also included
delegations of very senior military and naval officers.
Indeed, it is striking (and seemingly significant) that a
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much higher degree of military aid from the PLA to the KPA
did not stem from this series of visits, ranging from senior
officials and officers down to working-level military
exchanges. The personal relationship with Kim Il Sung may
have been an important factor, for after his death 6 years
ago, the pattern of visits changed markedly, with a notable
decrease in frequency and the rank and stature of the
officers and officials, plus the presence of a tone of
symbolism and ceremony rather than one of serious
working exchanges.®

PLA officers privately reported in the late 1990s that the
KPA has grown more reclusive, secretive, and seemingly
independent. For example, PLA Navy officers have not been
welcome to go on board North Korean navy ships provided to
Pyongyang by Beijing in earlier years. This suggests not
only a distance between the services of the two countries but
also a desire by the KPA forces not to be embarrassed by the
poor materiel condition and degraded operational status of
the transferred ships and equipment. PLA officers say that
the exchanges between the two militaries have become
largely mundane or perfunctory. Because of the DPRK’s
limited financial resources (despite the apparent outright
purchase in 1999 of formerly Russian MiG-21 fighter
aircraft from Kazakhstan in 1999), Chinese officials have
said, Beijing has resorted to a policy of making only minor
transfers of equipment and provision of training free of
charge. This has included, for example, spare parts,
ammunition, and the training of naval engineers.?°

Interestingly, PLA officers go to some lengths to portray
these transfers as innocuous, emphasizing, for example,
that training is provided to “technical branch” officers and
not combat units. A 1996 PLAN ship visit to North Korea
was carefully described as nothing more than a minimal
celebration of the 35th anniversary of the nearly defunct
PRC-DPRK friendship agreement.?” Chinese officers and
officials portray the military relationship as stagnant and of
little consequence, noting that communications by phone
and other routine means are not conducted. When pressed,
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one senior PLA officer did say that the full details of the
relationship were known only by the most senior Chinese
military officers, that neither side wished to publicize the
relationship or draw attention to it.?®

All this interesting and revealing, if incomplete,
evidence suggests that China s likely supplying minimal or
moderate (at most) military aid and doing it in ways and
forms tailored to serve Beijing's national interests, with
apparent limited concern about DPRK needs.?® Beijing is
pleased to keep the nature of the relationship and the
specifics of transfers opaque, at least in part because it does
not want to put up with the “supervision” of the
international community, especially Washington’s
predictable views, concerning what China does for North
Korea’'s armed forces. Concealment of the interesting
details is also of value in preserving a good tone in relations
with the ROK; the fewer specifics Seoul has to digest the
better.

However, before waxing ecstatic about the lowly state of
PLA support for the KPA, it should be recognized in the
West that this level of cooperation and supply is probably
sustainable essentially indefinitely and conceivably could
facilitate concealment from international notice the scope or
types of equipment. China is not, in this military
relationship, prone to suffer from “donor fatigue” or
constantly in danger of incurring international sanctions.
China does not see support of the KPA as a short-term
endeavor, reflecting Beijing’s longstanding view of the
probable long-term persistence of the current North Korean
regime and its armed forces.

China and the ROK.

Over the last 2 decades, Beijing's policy toward the
Koreas has evolved from one of viewing the Korean
Peninsula as a single country suffering under illegitimate
division, through a period of accepting as a practical matter
the existence of the two countries, and now to the current
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recognition that, both in practice and with respect to
international law, there are two Koreas. The Cold War era’s
sharp focus by China on ideological considerations has all
but dissolved, and in its place there are the clear outlines of
rational economic policy: acceptance by the Chinese leaders
of South Korea's amazing success and North Korea’'s
abysmal failure—and trying to make the most out of the
former and cope with the latter.

Furthermore, there is substantial evidence that many
influential figures in Beijing have realized the overriding
value of China’'s economic progress and prowess and
concluded that China’s regional security and
comprehensive national power are served much better
thereby than with the erratic modernization of the PLA.
This evolution in Beijing’s policy toward the two Koreas has,
of course, favored China’s relationship with the more solid
and prosperous Seoul rather than strengthening its links to
a needy and perverse Pyongyang.® It is interesting (if not
precisely pertinent) to note, in this regard, that Beijing’s
economic and diplomatic ties to Seoul are far more solid,
numerous, and important than Washington’'s recently
improved but still tenuous links to Pyongyang—a
development in these international relationships that not
many experts would have forecast 20 years ago.

In the eyes of most observers, Beijing, with the
establishment of diplomatic relations with the ROK in 1992,
made clear its choice between Pyongyang and Seoul.
Doubtlessly, the concept of nicely balanced relations
between the two Koreas is important to China both at a
practical level and as a source of pride in Beijing’s
diplomatic prowess. Nevertheless, Seoul has won out and is
Beijing's preferred Korean associate. Beijing, of course, does
not make public proclamations stating this in so many
words, but the combination of pragmatic economic
considerations and the prevailing Chinese forecast of the
long-term outcome on the Korean Peninsula have made the
choice of Seoul over Pyongyang a practical imperative.
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China is striving (successfully) to position itself to (1)
gain the maximum economic benefit for the time being, (2)
ensure the best possible relations with the particular Korea
that is virtually certain to come out on top in the long term,
and (3) sustain brotherly relations and a measure of
influence with the other Korea virtually certain to remain
on the bottom. Put another way, Seoul, from Beijing’s
perspective, fully deserves careful cultivation as an
economic partner. Beijing enthusiastically courts Seoul
because of a very strong desire, even need, to pursue the
great advantages, economic and diplomatic, to be gained
from that burgeoning relationship. Pyongyang is
undeserving but must not be ignored. The North Korean
government’s proclivity toward the role of troublemaker
and the potential of the country, intentionally or
inadvertently, to be a source of serious problems for China
means that Beijing ignores or shuns the antics of the North
Korean leadership at its peril. All these factors seem
reflected in China’s role in getting Kim Jong Il to visit
Beijing before the North-South summit and then basking in
the euphoric post-summit glow and in its implicit role as a
facilitator of radical improvementin inter-Korean relations.

Beijing insightfully envisioned good economic relations
with South Korea very early; significant indirect trade
existed between China and South Korea by 1979. Beijing'’s
early hope or vision for the relationship has, indeed, come to
pass and, significantly, has weathered the Asian financial
crisis of the late 1990s. Annual two-way trade between the
ROK and PRC approaches $25 billion,*! and total South
Korean direct investment in China is also very substantial,
already having exceeded $2.6 billion by 1996.% In recent
years, the ROK became China’s fourth most important
trading partner; Chinawas the ROK'’s third most important
trading partner. Comparable ranks are forecast for the
current year.®

Beyond these impressive statistics there is the
additional factor that South Korea has tended to invest
heavily in China’s Northeast, a rust-belt region where
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investment is particularly needed. South Korea has also
made well-directed and welcome investments in the Bohai
Gulf region including Shandong Province and the Tianjin
area. In addition to the value to China of ROK trade and
investment, South Korea has, from the outset, needed these
investment opportunities in China, thus leading both
countries to ensure that economic factors take priority in
their relationship. Moreover, this almost single-minded
emphasis by Beijing on China’s economic development has
reinforced a desire for the sort of stability on the Korean
Peninsula that is essential to China’s national economic
progress.

However, economics and who comes out the winner
between the two Koreas are not the whole picture in
Beijing's view of South Korea. The other important Chinese
foreign policy consideration is that of precluding the
development of close relations between South Korea and
Japan. Beijing is concerned, for example, about recent
moves by Seoul toward closer ties with Tokyo, most notably
recently warming military relations between ROK forces
and the Japanese Self-Defense Force (JSDF), including
prospects for basic military exercises. In September 1998
the Director General of the Japanese Defense Agency and
the ROK Minister of Defense agreed to regular meetings
between senior officers of their naval forces and the conduct
of annual joint exercises. Although the exercise conducted,
lasting less than a week in August 1999, involved rescue
operations at sea and not combat operations, this first-ever
exercise between Japanese and South Korean naval forces
aroused concern in Beijing.

Interestingly, advance arrangements were made for this
same month, August 1999, to have the ROK minister of
defense make a fi